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i n s t i t u t e

Employment Rates Higher Among Rural Mothers
Than Urban Mothers
K r i s t i n Sm i t h

A

s men’s jobs in traditional rural industries such as
agriculture, natural resource extraction, and manufacturing disappear due to restructuring of rural labor
markets, the survival of the family increasingly depends on
women’s waged labor.1 Rural mothers with children under age
6 have higher employment rates than their urban counterparts, but have higher poverty rates, lower wages, and lower
family income, placing rural mothers and their children in a
more economically vulnerable situation than urban mothers.
The entry of rural women, and particularly rural mothers,
into the paid labor market is important to consider in light of
recent research that finds rural children lagging behind urban
children in letter recognition or beginning sounds recognition
when entering kindergarten.2 Good quality child care enhances early brain development, cognitive and language development, and school readiness, setting the stage for successful
early school achievement.3 As more rural mothers enter the
workforce, ensuring good quality child care is critical because
child care providers play an important role in promoting child
development, especially for preschoolers, whose early life
experiences play a fundamental role in their development.
Figure 1. Employment of Women and Mothers with
Children Under 6 by Residence, 1979–2004
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Source: 1980, 1990, 2000 and 2005 March CPS

Rural Mothers Are More Likely to be
Employed Than Urban Mothers
In 2004, 69 percent of nonmetropolitan, or rural, mothers
with young children under age 6 were employed, compared
with 63 percent of urban mothers (see Figure 1).4 For the past
25 years, rural mothers have consistently had higher employment rates than urban mothers. Employment rates for both
rural and urban mothers rose from 1979 to 1999, before
declining between 2000 and 2005. However, the decline in
employment has been steeper among urban mothers than
rural mothers since 2000.
Although rural mothers have higher employment rates than
their urban counterparts, rural women overall historically
have been less likely to be employed than urban women. However, that gap is decreasing. In 1979, 54 percent of rural women and 58 percent of urban women were employed. By 2004,
62 percent of urban women were employed and 60 percent of
rural women were employed. Differences in employment rates
among rural mothers and rural women overall have remained
relatively large and consistent since 1989. On the other hand,
differences among urban mothers and urban women overall
have been less pronounced.

Employment Rates Rise as Educational
Attainment Increases
Employment rates increase with education for both rural and
urban mothers. In 2004, 46 percent of rural mothers with less
than a high school education were employed, but 84 percent
of rural mothers with a college degree were employed (see Figure 2). Similarly, 41 percent of urban mothers with less than
a high school education were employed, but 72 percent of
urban mothers with a college degree were employed. Despite
the similar patterns of increasing employment with increasing education level, rural mothers with young children have
higher employment rates than their urban counterparts at
every education level. In addition, although employment rates
among rural mothers rise substantially with education level,
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employment rates among urban mothers taper off at higher
education levels, leaving a large discrepancy in employment
rates among rural and urban mothers who are college graduates (84 percent compared with 72 percent, respectively).
Higher employment rates among rural mothers are not
surprising, given that rural mothers with children under 6
have higher poverty rates. In 2004, 24 percent of rural and 20
percent of urban mothers with young children lived in poverty. At every education level, rural mothers of young children
are more likely to live in low-income families (incomes below
200 percent of the poverty level), have lower hourly wages,
and have less family income other than their own earnings
(such as a spouse’s earnings or interest income). For example,
rural mothers with less than a high school education reported
other income totaling, on average, $13,200 compared with
$16,600 for their urban counterparts.5 This gap in other family
income is the widest among college graduates. Rural mothers
with a college degree had, on average, $39,028 in other family
income, which is substantially less than the $60,000 reported
by urban mothers with college degrees.
Rural families at all education levels feel the toll of economic restructuring. Rural mothers of young children, even
those with college degrees, have higher employment rates
than urban mothers of similar education levels because rural
areas experienced a real loss in men’s earnings, income, and
employment.6

Rural Areas Need More High Quality
Child Care
Once vibrant communities, many rural areas now face
obstacles resulting from unstable labor markets, limited
job and educational opportunities, and lack resources and
infrastructure, such as good quality child care, health care,
and transportation. Rural families, suffering from economic
contraction and restructuring and the loss of good paying,
traditionally male jobs with benefits, are turning to women’s
waged labor to bolster the economic security of their families.
Rural mothers’ participation in the paid labor market has
grown in the past twenty-five years, and employment rates are
consistently higher among rural mothers than urban mothers.
This strong presence of rural mothers in the paid labor market
is important in light of research indicating that rural children
in America enter kindergarten with fewer key early literacy
skills than urban children.
Yet rural mothers face serious challenges in finding and
securing good quality child care. Rural mothers rely on
home-based care arrangements to a greater extent than urban
mothers7 and rural families have fewer child care choices
than urban families, with center-based care being the least
common available option.8 It is critical that rural working
parents have greater access to high quality child care and early
education programs for their preschoolers. Ensuring that
rural preschoolers’ early learning experiences prepare them
for future school success should be a strong focus of state and
federal policy.

Figure 2. Employment Among Mothers with
Children Under 6 by Education Level, 2004
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Data Used
This fact sheet uses data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s Current
Population Surveys (CPS) March Supplements from 1980,
1990, and 2000, and Annual Social and Economic Surveys
(ASEC) from 2005. The CPS provides a nationally representative sample of households and the individuals in those households, and collects demographic, economic, and employment
information, as well as participation in select government
assistance programs. Employment rates are calculated for
civilians aged 16 and over who, during the previous year, were
gainfully employed. Comparisons presented in the text are
statistically significant at the 0.05 level.
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